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The Unattainable Self in The Unnamable
Michael Flatt
Brian McHale posits that the distinction between the modern and the postmodern lies in their respective emphases upon epistemological and ontological considerations. Samuel Beckett, long considered a liminal author, provides a bridge between the modern and the postmodern in The Unnamable in
the shape (or lack thereof) of his unnamed character. Viewed from this light,
The Unnamable provides answers for and yet demands further questions
regarding both the modern and the post-modern.

Samuel Beckett is often cited as an author who bridges the literary
ZRUOG¶VWUDQVLWLRQ from modernism to postmodernism. When one considers that Beckett was a protégé of James Joyce, one of the quintessential modernist authors ± along with Kafka, Pound, Woolf, Neruda,
Eliot, Faulkner ± ZKRVHJRDOZDVWR³PDNHLWQHZ´LWVHHPVDSSURSUiate thDW%HFNHWW¶VZRUNZRXOGFRQWULEXWHWRDFKDQJLQJRIWKHJXDUG
The concerns of the modernists, according to Brian McHale in his
DUWLFOH³:KDW:DV3RVWPRGHUQLVP"´ DQGEHIRUHWKDWLQKLVPostmodernist Fiction) can be characterized as largely epistemological. Perhaps the most notable aspect of their writing, especially that of later
modernist fiction writers like Céline, Bataille and Rhys, is the focused
and intensified experience of the self. Whether that experience is one
of elation, subjugation, trauma of a sexual or violent nature, or boreGRP&pOLQH¶V)HUGLQDQG%DWDLOOH¶V6LPRQHDQG5K\V¶V6DVKDIHHODQG
think the way any character does, but to the greatest extreme of feeling, the greatest extreme of thought. These experiences reveal new
sides to the respective characters and inform the reader as to what it is
to live in the world as this character.
McHale writes that the transition to post-modernism was emblematic of a shift in focus from the epistemological to the ontologiFDO$VKHSXWVLW³7Kis is the distinction that I developed. Modernist
fiction was preoccupied with what we know and how we know it; with
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the accessibility and reliability of knowledge; it explored epistemological questions. Postmodernist fiction, by contrast, explored ontological
questions ± TXHVWLRQVRIEHLQJUDWKHUWKDQNQRZLQJ´  
He suggests other possible distinctions between modernism and
post-modernism, such as the double-FRGLQJHIIHFWRIFRPELQLQJµKLJK¶
DQGµORZ¶DUWEXWLWLVWKHVKLIWLQSKLORVRSKLFDOHPSKDVLs that reveals
the most in Beckett. Clearly, the distinction between epistemology and
ontology is a tenuous one, as one cannot examine the act of being
without in some way considering the self that is doing the work of
being. However, when one investigates the nature of the conflicts
HQFRXQWHUHGE\%HFNHWW¶VFKDUDFWHUVLWEHFRPHVFOHDUWKDWLWLVWKHDFW
of existing at all that the author is ultimately questioning. That is to
say, it is not the act of living in a certain country in a certain time period as a person with certain sensibilities, but simply living at all, in
any space, at any time, as any being. And, as he demonstrates in many
of his works, he is interested in the act of existing where spatial relations are uncertain and when temporal relations are unclear for a being
whose corporeality is stripped away.
In Postmodern Fiction 0F+DOH ZULWHV ³6DPXHO %HFNHWW PDNHV
the transition from modernist to postmodernist poetics in the course of
KLV WULORJ\´   :KLOH WKLV LV TXLWH WUXH The Unnamable itself, the
final novel in the so-called trilogy that includes Molloy and Malone
Dies, marks a gradual shift in emphasis from epistemological to ontological considerations. This is worth noting because in this single novel, Beckett creates a distilled effect of the trilogy as a whole. Whereas
Molloy and Malone are far from traditional characters, they do feature
identifiably human characteristics: backgrounds, memories, relatively
unified voices and a familiarity with their environment, however
sparse. The narrator of The Unnamable lacks any sense of definition.
In essence, he lacks a self. The narration is given by a being ± who
will be referred to herein as the Unnamable ± whose sense of self is
diffuse, occupied by multiple voices, and who doggedly refutes each
of his own statements about himself and the world which he inhabits.
The Unnamable begins by asking questions and making assertions that
carry epistemological concerns and gradually disregards them in favor
of the ontological. This makes The Unnamable an exemplary text
WKURXJKZKLFKWRVWXG\0F+DOH¶VDVVHUWLRQUHJDUGLQJWKHOLPLQDOVKLIW
in philosophical concerns between modernism and post-modernism,
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worthy of more consideration than the handful of paragraphs McHale
dedicates to it in Postmodernist Fiction.
Two points should be emphasized before proceeding. First,
McHale posits this distinction between modernism and postmodernism as one of several ways of telling the difference between
the two periods. He does not suggest it is only on these philosophical
grounds that a work can be classified as belonging to one or the other
SHULRG 7KLV HVVD\ GRHVQ¶W VHHN WR VHW ULJLG JXLGHOLQHV HLWKHU QRU WR
assert the preponderance of The Unnamable LQ %HFNHWW¶V RHXYUH RU
post-modern literature in general in any way other than its applicabilLW\WRRQHSDUWRI0F+DOH¶VDQVZHUWRKLVWLWXODUTXHVWLRQ³:KDW:DV
Post-0RGHUQLVP"´
Secondly, it should be noted that writings considering The Unnamable and the self are not in short supply. Fascinating historicist
readings have been made recently by Gary Adelman and Alysia E.
Garrison. Adelman makes an initial case for the Unnamable as repreVHQWLQJD+RORFDXVWVXUYLYRUQRWLQJ%HFNHWW¶VWLPHVSHQWLQWKH9DuFOXVHDPRQJ-HZVZKRKDGIOHGIURPWKH1D]LVDQGXVLQJ%ODQFKRW¶V
The Writing of the Disaster DVDOLWHUDU\OHQV³,QThe Unnamable, the
µSHQVXP¶WKHQHHGWRJRRQWRH[LVWWRFUHDWHDVHOIDGDSWHGIRUOLIHLQ
the normal world, expresses an inner need to pay off a debt for not
KDYLQJ GLHG´   *DUULVRQ H[SDQGV RQ WKLV reading by explaining
ZKDW VKH FDOOV %HFNHWW¶V ³DHVWKHWLF RI QRQUHODWLRQ´ ZKLFK UHIXVHV WR
GLUHFWO\ DGGUHVV WKH HYHQWV RI WKH +RORFDXVW ³%HFNHWW¶V DHVWKHWLF RI
nonrelation witnesses the very oscillation between constitutive absence (the ontological, or trauma of being) and historical loss (historical trauma) that testifies to historically specific trauma while challengLQJ WKH VXSSRVLWLRQV RI KXPDQLVP RQWRORJ\ DQG HSLVWHPRORJ\´ 
emphasis in the original).
It seems that many authors understand The Unnamable by placing its main character in a liminal space, either physical, metaphysical,
or philosophical. Adrienne Janus seeks to resolve the respective critiFDOYLHZVRI)UHQFKDQG,ULVKPRGHUQLVWVE\ZD\RIWKH8QQDPDEOH¶V
³HPSW\ W\PSDQXP YLEUDWLQJ EHtween mind and world, belonging to
QHLWKHU´   $PLU $OL 1RMRXPLDQ SODFHV %HFNHWW¶V 8QQDPDEOH
somewhere between the actions of thought and being presented by
'HVFDUWHV ³%HFNHWW¶V SRLQW RI GHSDUWXUH IURP &DUWHVLDQ ORJLF LV WKH
ZD\WKHµVHOI¶ILQDOO\VLWXDWHVKLPVHOIµLQWKHPLGGOH¶RIWKLVGXDOLW\´
(390). Chris Ackerley¶V study of voice in The Unnamable likens the
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SORWWR³VSOLWWLQJWKHDWRPRIVHOI>«@QRORQJHUDQLQWHJUDWHGHQWLW\
strange new particles discovered within, yet no ultimate understanding
UHDFKHG DQG WKH ORFDWLRQ RI WKH YRLFH VWLOO D P\VWHU\´   -RQDWKDQ
Boulter also situates the Unnamable in a sort of static middleground:
³7KH 8QQDPDEOH¶V REOLJDWLRQ µWKH FRPSXOVLRQ , DP XQGHU¶  LV
WRDVVLJQPHDQLQJWRWKHORJLFRIµ%HLQJ¶DWWhe beginning, anticipating
the (uninscribable?) end and thus writing the middle, the great gap of
WLPH´  
At least two authors have taken up the very subject in consideration here, but have found The Unnamable VWDQGLQJRXWVLGH0F+DOH¶V
modern/epistemological-post-modern/ontological poles. Russell KilERXUQ VWDWHV WKDW ³The Unnamable cannot be said to be exclusively
SUHRFFXSLHGZLWKHLWKHURQWRORJ\RUHSLVWHPRORJ\>«@QHLWKHUDUHDOLVW
psychological nor a more self-reflexive, avant garde reading bears up
XQGHUWKHSUHVVXUHRI%HFNHWW¶VVXSHUIOXLW\RIZRUGV´ Q 'HrYDO 7XEULG\ UHIHUV WR 0F+DOH VWDWLQJ ³2QH FDQ DUJXH WKDW The Unnamable is a post-epistemological, post-linguistic novel, yet there are
still words ± words which proliferate and negate to form a text in
ZKLFKQRWKLQJLVFHUWDLQH[FHSWQHFHVVLW\´  7KHVHUHDGLQJVVHHP
to conceive of the novel as a static text which functions at the end the
same as it does at the beginning. One purpose of this essay is to establish the movement that takes place in The Unnamable, the progress
from modern to post-modern concerns.
The Transition
The Unnamable begins with three questions that indicate the narraWRU¶V VWDWH RI FRQIXVLRQ FRQFHUQLQJ KLV VLWXDWLRQ ³:KHUH QRZ" :KR
now? When now? Unquestioning. I, say I. Unbelieving. Questions,
K\SRWKHVHVFDOOWKHPWKDW´  7KHFKLHIFRQFHUQRIWKHILUVWSRrWLRQ RI WKH QRYHO LV ZLWK GHILQLQJ WKH 8QQDPDEOH¶V HQYLURQPHQW WKH
characters that may or may not occupy it, and with determining the
8QQDPDEOH¶VSK\Vical state, all of which indicate an attempt to define
a self.
³0DORQHLVWKHUH´WKHQRYHO¶VWKLUGSDUDJUDSKEHJLQV7KLVHVWDbOLVKHVWKHSRVVLELOLW\RIDUHODWLRQVKLS³+HSDVVHVEHIRUHPHDWGRXEtOHVV UHJXODU LQWHUYDOV´   +HUHWKH 8QQDPDEOH SURYLdes a spatial
relationship to Malone. He explores the possibility further on 289,
DVVHUWLQJ³1RKHZKHHOV,IHHOLWDQGDERXWPHOLNHDSODQHWDERXW
LWVVXQ´7KH8QQDPDEOHFRQFHUQVKLPVHOIZLWKKLVVHOIKRRGE\FRn-
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cerning himself with the possibility of a relationship ± even if only a
spatial one ± with these humans that the reader is assumed to know
IDLUO\ZHOO+HUHKHDWWHPSWVWRDQVZHUWKHTXHVWLRQ³:KHUHQRZ"´
³%XWWKHEHVWLVWRWKLQNRIP\VHOIDWWKHFHQWUHRIWKLVSODFHZKDWHYHU
its shape aQGH[WHQWPD\EH´  %\DWOHDVWWHPSRUDULO\HVWDEOLVKLQJKLVSRVLWLRQLQWKHUHODWLRQVKLSWKDWRI³WKHVXQ´EHLQJRUELWHGE\
an outside subject, the Unnamable begins to trace the outline of a self.
Nonetheless, this concept of his location is ultimately indeterminate:
³,GRQ¶WNQRZKRZXQLPSRUWDQWLQUHODWLRQWRPHZKRZDVHOVHZKHUH
who shall be elsewhere, and to those places where I was, where I shall
EH´  7KHIUDJPHQWDWLRQRIWKHVHWKRXJKWVUHLQIRUFHVWKHLQGHWHrminacy of the UnnamabOH¶VVHQVHRIORFDWLRQ
The Unnamable moves from this question of his spatial relationVKLSWR0DORQHWRDTXHVWLRQRIKLVRULJLQ³)RU,DPREOLJHGWRDVVLJQ
DEHJLQQLQJWRP\UHVLGHQFHKHUHLIRQO\IRUWKHVDNHRIFODULW\´  
This is the beginning oIDQDWWHPSWWRDQVZHU³:KHQQRZ"´+HFRnWLQXHV ³+HOO LWVHOI GDWHV IURP WKH UHYROW RI /XFLIHU ,W LV WKHUHIRUH
permissible, in the light of this distant analogy, to think of myself as
EHLQJKHUHIRUHYHUEXWQRWDVKDYLQJEHHQKHUHIRUHYHU´+LVVHQVHRf
his beginning remains convoluted, despite further theorizing on the
RULJLQRIKLV³SODFH´EXWZHDUHOHIWZLWKWKHSRVVLELOLW\WKDWKLVH[LVtHQFHPD\EHHWHUQDO$VZLWKWKHQRWLRQRIKLVORFDWLRQKLV³ZKHUH´
WKHTXHVWLRQRIWKH8QQDPDEOH¶VEHJLQQLQJDQGHQGKLV³ZKHQ´XOWimately goes unanswered.
The next important consideration is of his physical state. These
thoughts begin the single paragraph which comprises the remaining
110 pages of the novel. The paragraph starts by reiterating that the
UnnamaEOHNQRZVQRWKLQJDERXWKLPVHOIKLVVHOI³,RIZKRP,NQRZ
nothing, I know my eyes are open, because of the tears that pour from
WKHPXQFHDVLQJO\´  7KH8QQDPDEOHDWWHPSWVWRGHWHUPLQHZKDW
comprises his body by way of the physical sensations of tears against
KLVERG\,QWKDWILUVWVHQWHQFHKHHVWDEOLVKHVWKDWKHKDVH\HV³)RU,
feel my tears coursing over my chest, my sides, and all down my
EDFN´  7KLVWHPSRUDULO\HVWDEOLVKHVWKDWKHKDVDFKHVWVLGHVDQG
back, a torso. He attempts to desFULEH KLV IDFH ³7KH\ JDWKHU LQ P\
beard and from there, when it can hold no more ± no, no beard, no hair
either, it is a great smooth ball I carry on my shoulders, featureless,
EXWIRUWKHH\HVRIZKLFKRQO\WKHVRFNHWVUHPDLQ´  +HKDVORVW
his eyes. He has no face. When he decides to stop weeping, he thereby
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ORVHV WKH WRUVR HVWDEOLVKHG HDUOLHU ³,¶OO GU\ WKHVH VWUHDPLQJ VRFNHWV
WRR EXQJ WKHP XS WKHUH LW¶V GRQH QR PRUH WHDUV ,¶P D ELJ WDONLQJ
EDOO>«@$QGDIWHUDOOZK\DEDOOUDWKHUWKDQVRPHthing else, and why
ELJ":K\QRWDF\OLQGHUDVPDOOF\OLQGHU"$QHJJDPHGLXPHJJ"´
7KH 8QQDPDEOH¶V LQDELOLW\ WR HVWDEOLVK D SK\VLFDO ERG\ IRU KLPVHOI
FRPSOHWHV KLV ODFN RI D SK\VLFDO LGHQWLW\ +H KDV QR ³ZKHQ´ QR
³ZKHUH´DQGLQDSK\VLFDOVHQVHQR³ZKR´
Perhaps most importantly, the Unnamable spends time considerLQJ WKH TXHVWLRQ ³:KDW DP ,"´ UDLVLQJ FHUWDLQ LPSOLFLW DVVHUWLRQV Uegarding what type of being he is. For example, when he considers the
prospect that he may continue to exist forever in his space, like Lucifer in Hell, he takes himself outside of the human population. On page
KHDVNV³:K\GLG,KDYHP\VHOIUHSUHVHQWHGLQWKHPLGVWRIPHQ
WKHOLJKWRIGD\"´7KHLPSOLFDWLRQKHUHLVWKDWWKH8QQDPDEOHLVQRWD
man, a possibility that becomes more salient when he decides he is
just as likely a cylinder or an egg-shaped mass as he is a creature with
a torso, face and beard.
7KRVH TXHVWLRQV WKDW LQWURGXFH XV WR RXU QDUUDWRU¶V SUREOHP
³:KHUH QRZ" :KR QRZ" :KHQ QRZ"´ DUH IXQGDPHQWDOO\ HSLVWHmological questions. Definitive answers would provide a definitive self.
$VWKH8QQDPDEOHPDNHVWKHGHWHUPLQDWLRQWKDWKHLVDQ³,RIZKRP,
NQRZQRWKLQJ´KHRIWHQPHQWLRQVWKHSRVVLELOLW\WKDWWKHVHHSLVWHPRlogical considerations are not important. This is the first step in his
transition toward the ontological. On page 288, he asks a question that
fits the definition of epistemology, and turns away from it with seemLQJLQGLIIHUHQFH³&DQLWEHWKDW,DPSUH\RIDJHQXLQHSUHRFFXSDWLRQ
of a need to knoZDVRQHPLJKWVD\",GRQ¶WNQRZ,¶OOWU\LWDQRWKHU
ZD\´7KH³QHHGWRNQRZ´UHFRJQL]HVDQLQWHUHVWLQWUXWKWKHTXHVWLRQ
of which appears a few pages later and is again recognized the wrong
FRQFHUQ ³,Q WKH IUHQ]\ RIXWWHUDQFHWKHFRQFHUQ ZLWK WUXWK>«@ %XW
QRWVRIDVW)LUVWGLUW\WKHQPDNHFOHDQ´ -94).
Along with these examples of simply turning away from the
questions he raises, he makes brief interjections into the midst of
lengthy thoughts that proceed contiguously and render meaningless
the entire logical process that has taken place. In a passage quoted
HDUOLHULQSDUWWKHZRUG³XQLPSRUWDQW´DSSHDUVZLWKQRVSHFLILFUHIHrent, in such a way that it may apply to the entire fragmented sentence.
Here is the whole sentence:
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I who am here, who cannot speak, cannot think, and who must
speak, and therefore perhaps think a little, cannot in relation only
to me who am here, to here where I am, but can a little suffiFLHQWO\ , GRQ¶W NQRZ KRZ unimportant, in relation to me who
was elsewhere, who shall be elsewhere, and to those places
where I was, where I shall be.
(295; emphasis added)
One takes this as an indication that the concerns he raises here with
respect to his capacity to speak, think, understand relationships and his
location in time and space are unimportant to him, that they are not the
real questions at hand. Again, he is moving toward a general dismissal
of the epistemological realm.
A similar phenomenon takes place a page later, when the Unnamable leaves the answer to the question of his desire to understand
KLV ³ZKHUH´ XS WRWKHUHDGHU³, VKDOO EHJLQWR NQRZ VRPHWKLQJMXVW
HQRXJKIRULWWRWXUQRXWWREHWKHVDPHSODFHDVDOZD\V>«@ZKLFK,
seem to want and do not want, take your choice, which spews me out
or swallows me up, ,¶OOQHYHUNQRZ´ HPSKDVLVDGGHG 6LQFHLW
is his sense of self that hangs in the balance, it seems like it would be
extraordinarily odd for the Unnamable to let the reader decide if he
wants to understand his surroundings, unless, as one is left to assume,
he is indifferent to questions the answers to which would comprise an
identity.
After asserting many times that the epistemological questions
³:KHUHDP,"´³:KHQDP,"´³:KRDP,"´³:KDWDP,"´ PD\QRW
matter, the Unnamable gradually moves on to ontological questions,
³+RZDP,"´DQG³:K\DP,"´7KHDQVZHUVWRWKHVHTXHVWLRQVGRQRW
reflect a self. Instead, they turn outward to the world, the universe.
They are questions regarding the process of living, the nature of being,
questions of origin that go beyond the physical aspect of conception
and birth. As the novel progresses, the Unnamable raises more and
more possibilities regarding the nature of existence. On page 359, he
postulates that existence may be defined by the suffering caused by
the pXUVXLW RI XQGHUVWDQGLQJ ³7R VHH WKH OLJKW WKH\ FDOO WKDW VHHLQJ
no objection, since it causes him suffering, they call that suffering,
they know how to cause suffering, the master explained to them, Do
WKLVGRWKDW\RX¶OOVHHKLPVTXLUP\RX¶OOKHDUKLPZHHS´+HUHWKH
Unnamable reasons an understanding of being through suffering,
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which recalls his earlier attempt to gain a concept of his physical body
through the sensation of his ceaseless tears. He attempts to understand
existence the same way he sought to define a self, but by reducing the
HPSKDVLV RQ WKH SK\VLFDO /DWHU KH VD\V ³, GRXEWHG P\ RZQ H[LVtence, and even still, today, I have no faith in it, none, so that I have to
VD\ZKHQ,VSHDN:KRVSHDNV>«@IRUWKLQJVWKDWKDSSHQPXVWKDYH
someoQHWRKDSSHQWR´  %HFDXVHKHKDVQR³ZKR´WKH8QQDPable doubts his own existence, his own ability to experience. Eventually, as he is about to cease existing, the Unnamable determines that his
VSHHFK HQDEOHV KLP WR EH ³7KDW¶V DOO ZRUGV QHYHU ZDNH all words,
WKHUH¶VQRWKLQJHOVH\RXPXVWJRRQWKDW¶VDOO,NQRZWKH\¶UHJRLQJ
WRVWRS,NQRZWKDWZHOO,FDQIHHOLWWKH\¶UHJRLQJWRDEDQGRQPHLW
ZLOO EH WKH VLOHQFH >«@ \RX PXVW JR RQ ,¶OO JR RQ \RX PXVW VD\
ZRUGVDVORQJDVWKHUHDUHDQ\´ 407).
%\WKHHQGRIWKHQRYHOWKH8QQDPDEOH¶VWKRXJKWVDQGDVVHUWLRQV
represent a being for whom the bodiless state in which thinking is
representative of existence is quite real. Reaching this Cartesian state
± LQZKLFKWKRXJKWGHWHUPLQHVRQH¶VH[LVWHQFe ± is a process that takes
place not only over the course of The Unnamable, but over the course
of the entire trilogy. Beckett begins with his most narrative story, in
which Molloy actually performs in the world, out among the living,
riding his bike, killing a dog. Many of those types of external actions
and happenings are removed by the time we reach Malone Dies, in
which Malone sits in a room, writes stories and, of course, dies. In this
section of the trilogy, Beckett shows us a man in a room, with a pencil, writing stories and withering away. The Unnamable is what is left
once the human beings in the story have died. Maybe what we find in
The Unnamable LV%HFNHWW¶VFRQFHSWLRQRIWKHDIWHUOLIH,QDQ\HYHQW
we are left with a character with no body, no sense of self, no experience except that of his own voice: in principle, one who speaking,
therefore is, and eventually stops speaking, and therefore is no longer.
7KH8QQDPDEOH¶V,QIOXHQFHV
As The Unnamable makes this transition from mostly epistemological
concerns to ontological thinking, there are two characters that arise
and nudge the Unnamable in opposing directions. These characters,
chiefly referred to as Mahood and Worm, appear with some regularity
throughout the course of the novel. Their presence in the novel is different from that of Malone and Molloy in that there is no evidence of
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LWDVLGHIURPWKH8QQDPDEOH¶VTXHVWLRQDEOHWHVWLPRQ\ZKLFKLVTXHstionable for its ceaseless questioning. While the Unnamable attempts
to discern the thought-to-be orbiting character as either Malone or
Molloy by his physical characteristics ± ³7KH EULPOHVV KDW VHHPV WR
PHFRQFOXVLYH´  ± Mahood and Worm are known to the Unnamable simply by their influence on him, and each influences him differently.
Mahood is made known to the reader as a voice that sometimes
seems to possess the Unnamable, to take over start to run the show:
,QHYHUVDZKLP,GLGQ¶WVHHKLPKHKDVWROGPHZKDWKHLVOLNH
ZKDW,DPOLNH>«@,WLVQ¶WHQRXJKWKDW,VKRXOGNQRZZKDW,¶P
doing , PXVW DOVR NQRZ ZKDW ,¶P ORRNLQJ OLNH 7KLV WLPH ,¶P
VKRUWRIDOHJ$QG\HWLWDSSHDUV,KDYHUHMXYHQDWHG7KDW¶VSDUW
RI WKH SURJUDPPH +DYLQJ EURXJKW PH WR GHDWK¶V GRRU VHQLOH
gangrene, they whip off a leg and yip off I go again, like a young
one, scouring the earth for a hole to hide in.
(309)
Immediately after telling the reader that Mahood tells the Unnamable
ZKDWKH³LVOLNH´WKH8QQDPDEOHEHJLQVWRJLYHXVWKHNLQGRILQIRrPDWLRQDERXWKLPWKDWZH¶YHEHHQPLVVLQJQDPHO\DSK\VLFDOGHVFULption (one leg), actions (whipping, yipping, scouring) and comparisons
³OLNHD\RXQJRQH´ WKDWDUHWKHEHJLQQLQJVRIDFWXDOQDUUDWLYH0ahood is the storyteller, and yet because of the way we receive his stories, it is unclear to the reader whether Mahood is actually distinct
from the Unnamable, whether he is definitely a separate entity. The
8QQDPDEOHGRHVQ¶WSUHIDFHWKHTXDVL-QDUUDWLYHVDERYHZLWK³0DKRRG
WHOOV PH´ HWF +H VLPSO\ UHFLWHV WKH VWRU\ DV QHZ LQIRUPDWLRQ QHZ
thoughts of his own making. The Unnamable poses the question of
WKLVGLVWLQFWLRQDVZHOO³:KDWLIZHZHUHRQHDQGWKHVDPHDIWHUDOO
DV KH DIILUPV DQG , GHQ\"´ KH DVNV 6RRQ DIWHU DVNLQJ KH VWDWHV
³7KHUHZHDUHIDFHWRIDFH0DKRRGDQG,LIZHDUHWZDLQDV,VD\ZH
DUH´  
This question of whether Mahood and the Unnamable are one or
twain comes after the point in the novel when the Unnamable has
made it clear that his physical state is indefinite, if it exists at all, so
one must consider the possibility that his encounter with Mahood ±
another character of mysterious physicality ± is a metaphysical one. In
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WKLVLQVWDQFHWKHWHUP³IDFHWRIDFH´LVVLPSO\DXVHIXOLGLRP0RUHWR
WKHSRLQWLIWKLVLVDUHDOPFRPSULVHGVROHO\E\WKH8QQDPDEOH¶VFRnsciousness, we must consider MaKRRG¶V YRLFH DQ DOWHUQDWLYH VLGH RI
WKH8QQDPDEOH¶VSV\FKH7KLVVWRU\WHOOHUWKHQWU\LQJWRLPSRVHVWories and memories upon the Unnamable is in fact the Unnamable himself trying to find and form a self through story, through narrative.
When Worm first DSSHDUV RQ SDJH  ³,W¶V WLPH , JDYH WKLV
VROLWDU\DQDPH>«@,WKHUHIRUHEDSWLVHKLP:RUP´ ZHDUHWROGKH
LVXQLTXHDQG\HWWKDWKHVHUYHVWKHVDPHSXUSRVHDV0DKRRG³%HIRUH
Mahood, there were others like him, of the same breed and creed,
armed wiWKWKHVDPHSURQJ%XW:RUPLVWKHILUVWRIKLVNLQG>«@,
PXVW QRW IRUJHW , GRQ¶W NQRZ KLP 3HUKDSV KH WRR ZLOO ZHDU\ Uenounce the task of forming me and make way for another, having laid
WKHIRXQGDWLRQV´:RUP¶VWDVNWKHQLVWKHVDPHDV0DKRRG¶VWRIorm
D³PH´IRUWKH8QQDPDEOH7KH8QQDPDEOHUXPLQDWHVRQWKHSRVVLELlLW\WKDWKHFRXOGEH:RUPRU0DKRRGRUERWK³)RULI,DP0DKRRG
I am Worm too, plop. Or if I am not yet Worm, I shall be when I cease
WREH0DKRRGSORS´ -32).
Worm is also seen as an attempt to understand Mahood, which
we must take as an attempt on the part of the Unnamable to underVWDQGKLPVHOIVLQFH0DKRRGLVRQHRIKLVDVSHFWV³,NQHZ,KDGRQO\
to try to talk of Worm to begin talking of Mahood, with more felicity
and undersWDQGLQJWKDQHYHU´  <HWWKH8QQDPDEOHKDVDOUHDG\
earlier on the same page, acknowledged the slippery slope inherent in
his attempt to understand himself by way of other characters. After
mentioning the possibility of yet another character ± his soul, a she ±
KHVD\V³7KDWEULQJVXVXSWRIRXUJDWKHUHGWRJHWKHU,NQHZLWWKHUH
PLJKW EH D KXQGUHG RI XV DQG VWLOO ZH¶G ODFN WKH KXQGUHG DQG ILUVW
ZH¶OODOZD\VEHVKRUWRIPH´7KLVFRQFHSWRIIDOOLQJVKRUWQHFHVVDULO\
indicates a deliberate attempt tRIRUPD³PH´$WWKLVSRLQWLQWKHQRvel, the Unnamable possesses a desire to form and understand a self.
But despite his assertion that this process of coming up with a new
character to understand a character who himself was conjured to understand another character is a process that grants no new angle from
which to view the initial character, he returns immediately to the proFHVV ³3HUKDSV LW¶V E\ WU\LQJ WR EH :RUP WKDW ,¶OO ILQDOO\ VXFFHHG LQ
EHLQJ0DKRRG,KDGQ¶WWKRXJKWRIWKDW7KHQDOO,¶OOKDYHWR do is be
:RUP:KLFKQRGRXEW,VKDOODFKLHYHE\WU\LQJWREH-RQHV´  
The constantly overlapping, two-steps-forward, one-step-back style of
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WKH8QQDPDEOH¶VORJLFPDNHVWKHQRYHO¶VSURJUHVVVORZFRPSOH[DQG
difficult, but understandably so, as we have a character struggling to
let go of the possibility that he can form a self, and struggling to accept the fact of his condition, that he must simply be.
There is a bit more to understand about Worm. As the Unnamable says, he is unique. While Mahood is characterized by his voice,
Worm is characterized by his silence. We learn more about Worm and
his silence later in the novel as the Unnamable approaches his own
ultimate silence. On page 340, the Unnamable describes Worm as
³7KH RQH LJQRUDQW RI KLPVHOI DQd silent, ignorant of his silence and
VLOHQW ZKR FRXOG QRW EH DQG JDYH XS WU\LQJ´ DQG ODWHU RQ 
³:RUP ZKR VD\V QRWKLQJ NQRZV QRWKLQJ´ ,Q D ZRUOG LQ ZKLFK
speech comprises existence, silence is the manifestation of death.
Once we determine that Worm is the way to silence, we understand
that to approach him is to approach death.
The Mediation
Through this analysis, Mahood and Worm become antitheses of one
another: Mahood is the voice that compels the Unnamable to seek
selfhood, to speak, to tell stories and continue to exist; Worm is the
absence of voice, non-H[LVWHQFH ,Q KLV DUWLFOH ³2Q 1RW +DYLQJ WKH
/DVW:RUG%HFNHWW:LWWJHQVWHLQDQGWKH/LPLWVRI/DQJXDJH´%UXFH
Kawin interprets Worm and Mahood as lying on opposite ends of a
lingual spectrum:
These alternates represent poles of language. If he were Worm,
he would not speak at all, even to try to name himself: he would
just be Worm, the existential equivalent of a Black Hole. When
words try to deal with Worm, they address not the silence, in
which there may be some kind of Being, but absolute negation.
When they handle Mahood, they are on holiday, spinning stories,
their nouns and verbs apparently applying to real things and actions in a welcome escape from self-consciousness.
(190)
This VRPHZKDW UHLWHUDWHV WKH SRLQWV PDGH DERYH EXW .DZLQ¶V QH[W
DVVHUWLRQ LV HVSHFLDOO\ XVHIXO ³7KH 8QQDPDEOH RFFXSLHV D PLGGOH
ground. It is difficult for words to find something to say about him
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because he has no story, but relatively easier and more valuable than
WRVXUUHQGHUWR:RUP´
In the novel, the Unnamable often seems to be trying to escape
WKHLQIOXHQFHRI0DKRRGZKLOHDOVRQRWIDOOLQJLQWRWKH³%ODFN+ROH´
RI:RUP¶VUHDOP³The essential is never to arrive anywhere, never to
be anywhere, neither where Mahood is, nor where Worm is, nor where
I am, it little matters thanks to what dispensation. The essential is to
JRRQVTXLUPLQJIRUHYHUDWWKHHQGRIWKHOLQH´  +HUHKHVHHPV
WR HPEUDFH WKH SURFHVV RI IRUHYHU WUDYHOLQJ EHWZHHQ .DZLQ¶V WZR
polHVWREHIRUHYHULQWKH³PLGGOHJURXQG´³VTXLUPLQJ´
This idea of the Unnamable as a sort of mediating device between story and silence, between an existence that affirms a self and
QRQH[LVWHQFHZRUNVDVDPHWDSKRUIRUWKHQRYHO¶VWUDQVLWLRQIURPHSLstemological to ontological concerns. Kawin views the Unnamable as
WKHQRYHO¶VRZQFRQVFLRXVQHVVVRPHWKLQJDNLQWRWKHVFLHQFH-fiction
idea of artificial intelligence that becomes self-aware, capable of independent thought. The Unnamable can also serve as a representative of
a literary history that has become aware of its entanglement with philosophy, with its preoccupation with the intensified experience of the
self, and which seeks another way to move forward without going
mute. This is the dilemma of postmodernism: how to move forward
GLIIHUHQWO\WKDQWKHPRGHUQLVWV%HFNHWW¶V8QQDPDEOHRIIHUVRQHVROution in the navigation between two poles of language.
The problem with this is that it assumes there is a middle ground,
that there is a space where a speaking voice can exist, think and feel
without having a sense of self. The Unnamable recognizes this comSOLFDWLRQ³%XWHQRXJKRIWKLVFXUVHGILUVWSHUVRQLW is really too red a
KHUULQJ,¶OOJHWRXWRIP\GHSWKLI,¶m not careful. But what then is the
subjHFW"0DKRRG"1RQRW\HW:RUP"(YHQOHVV´  7KH8QQDmDEOHWKLQNVRIWKHFRQFHSWRIDVHOIDQµ,¶DV³WRRUHGDKHUULQJ´7KDW
is to say that for the Unnamable selfhood is unattainable. But in order
to speak and reason, he must have a self. Even a narrator who would
VLPSO\REVHUYHWKHRXWVLGHZRUOGVD\LQJ³7KHUHFUDZOVDEXJDSODQH
IOLHV RYHUKHDG´ QHHGV WR KDYH DQVZHUV WR WKH HSLVWHPRORJLFDO TXHstions of who, what, when and where in order to have a vantage point.
With this in mind, the Unnamable continues to make use of the vertical pronoun despite its problematic nature for him.
Through this constant mediation of selfhood and nonexistence,
the Unnamable becomes a duplicitous being:
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3HUKDSVWKDW¶VZKDW,DPWKHWKLQJWKDWGLYLGHVWKHZRUOGLQtwo,
on the one side the outside, on the other the inside, that can be as
WKLQDVIRLO,¶PQHLWKHURQHVLGHQRUWKHRWKHU,¶PLQWKHPLGGOH
,¶P WKH SDUWLWLRQ ,¶YH WZR VXUIDFHV DQG QR WKLFNQHVV SHUKDSV
WKDW¶V ZKDW , IHHO P\VHOI YLEUDWLQJ ,¶P WKH W\PSanum, on the
RQHKDQGWKHPLQGRQWKHRWKHUWKHZRUOG,GRQ¶WEHORQJWRHither.
(376)
He is a being who seeks to be and also not to be, to speak and to find
VLOHQFH ZKR PXVW JR DQG FDQ¶W JR RQ +H LV RIWHQ FKDUDFWHUL]HG LQ
oxymoronic terms, like when hHUHIHUVWRKLVRZQVSHHFKDV³WKHGHDG
WRQJXHRIWKHOLYLQJ´  7KHQRYHO¶VHQGLQJLVWKHQDQDSSURSULDWH
standoff between these two compulsions, to live and to die. The novel
ends on a four-page sentence that eventually works itself to a point of
speDNLQJLQELQDULHV³,WZLOOEH,\RXPXVWJRRQ,FDQ¶WJRRQ>«@
\RXPXVWVD\ZRUGVDVORQJDVWKHUHDUHDQ\>«@LWZLOOEH,LWZLOO
EHWKHVLOHQFH>«@\RXPXVWJRRQ,FDQ¶WJRRQ,¶OOJRRQ´  2I
course, because the novel ends, there is one final contradiction.
Though he says he will go on, he does not. But because this contradiction is an implicit one, it can neither be trusted nor ignored, and the
reader is left with the task of deciding how seriously he takes the possibility that the Unnamable ceases to be when he ceases to speak.
With most novels, if the character says he will go on, we imagine that
in the diachronic reality of the story, he does in fact go on. This, however, is not the case for the Unnamable, whose last words in print are
the last of his existence.
The constant oscillation between the self-DIILUPLQJ³,´DQGQRQexistence brings the narrative The Unnamable to a standstill. While
progress is made in the transitions noted above, eventually the Unnamable fights himself on WZRIURQWV7KHVWDWLFQDWXUHRIWKHERRN¶V
conclusion reflects a theory posed by McHale that outlines another
way that postmodernism works to oppose the modernist project.
McHale argues that one way in which postmodernism could differentiate itself from mRGHUQLVPZRXOGEH³WRDGRSWDWHPSRUDOLW\RIstasis
LQ FRQWUDGLVWLQFWLRQ WR PRGHUQLVP¶V G\QDPLVP´  HPSKDVLV LQ
the original). In the same way that the modernist project of constantly
moving forward, consuming one innovation with another, was reflected in the radically vibrant plots and characters of its novels, the post-
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PRGHUQLVWSURMHFWLVUHIOHFWHGLQWKH8QQDPDEOH¶VFRQVWDQWSURFHVVRI
self-contradiction and his frozen state of oscillation, like an object that
moves back and forth with such speed as to appear to be motionless.
Finally, The Unnamable leaves us, as readers and writers who
may assume or counter the postmodern project, with a few observaWLRQV7R³VD\,´DVWKH8QQDPDEOHVWDWHVLVKLVWDVNDWWKHRXWVHWRI
the novel, claims selfhood, but at the same time erases a sense of self,
because, as he discovers, no self is singular. But it is through attempting to pin down an understanding of existence as a being who thinks
and feels but does not claim a self that the Unnamable ceases to exist.
The Unnamable teaches us that in attempting to define ourselves, one
ZD\RUDQRWKHUZHULVNHOLPLQDWLQJRXUµVHOYHV¶
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